The common assessment framework provides a model of early intervention, which is familiar in local authorities throughout England, and asserts a participatory framework of child and family engagement. This article draws on data from a research project undertaken in 1 local authority in the Midlands of England, to explore the experiences of children, young people, and their families, who were engaged in the process of multi-agency early intervention. The article considers the young people's involvement, including their accounts of attending common assessment framework meetings, and their engagement by practitioners. The research found that young people's participation was limited. The findings suggest that this is, in part, a response to disciplinary discourses around schooling and attendance. In addition, the narratives of parents and young people showed that under-resourcing of work with young people meant that the time taken to build relationships and engage them in a process of self-assessment, planning, and decision making was constrained and rationed. The article concludes that to achieve a participatory children's space, an active and more engaged model of childhood needs to be facilitated by practitioners and parents outside the school-dominated space found in this study.
| INTRODUCTION
This article reports on qualitative research that engaged children and young people and their parents in a reflection on their experiences of working with practitioners within the early intervention framework of the common assessment framework (CAF). Seven young people took part in individual interviews, and parents were interviewed individually or with their co-parenting partners. The article considers what kind of childhood space may be found in the multi-agency setting of the CAF, and how this may impact the experience and engagement of young people in the process. I argue that children and young people's participation was couched in a traditional educational model of childhood where their active participation was minimal and tended towards a disciplinary emphasis on fulfilling the administrative requirements of a mass-schooling agenda. In what follows, I will introduce the CAF and the context of early intervention in England before reviewing literature around children and young people's participation and notions of a children's space where a more active participation may be facilitated. I then describe the CAF study and discuss findings specific to the role and participation of children and young people.
| THE CAF AND EARLY INTERVENTION IN ENGLAND
The early intervention role of the CAF was set out in the Every Child Matters agenda of the New Labour government in 2003, as a key plank of the social investment approach, with children's futures at the heart of the programme (H.M. Treasury, 2003) . CAF adds an early intervention framework prior to statutory local authority child in need assessment and intervention, or significant harm thresholds, where practitioners identify criteria set by the Children Act 1989 for safeguarding intervention. The CAF comprises a short list of elements: a holistic common assessment codified in a universal form; a multi-agency forum or team around the child (TAC), consisting of a child or young person and their parents; a lead professional, who will coordinate the assessment and the process; and as many agencies as child, parent, and the lead professional believe are necessary to carry out an effective action plan. In guidance for practitioners, the CAF purported to be a wholly consensual child-centred process, and practitioners were encouraged to see the child and parent's close participation in the TAC as a crucial aim of the process (CWDC, 2009; DfES, 2005) . Early research, however, questioned the extent to which the process was being implemented in a child-centred way (Gilligan & Manby, 2008; Pithouse, 2006) . A common thread of findings running through research into the multi-agency CAF process has been the challenge experienced by practitioners facilitating an engagement with parents and young people in a close participative working partnership (Adamson & Deverell, 2009; Brandon et al., 2005; Gilligan & Manby, 2008; Jones, 2007; Pithouse, 2006) . Against this background, research that questions the understanding of family practices and family perspectives and gives primacy to service users' views is relatively scarce (Morris, 2013) , and the first and largest CAF study examining the implementation of the process in 12 pilot authorities recommended a more family-focussed study of the process (Brandon et al., 2005) . The active engagement of young people in multi-agency early help arrangements is also underresearched. Empirical study of social practice is needed to explore if, and how, the participation of children and young people is operationalised by parents, practitioners, and young people themselves.Interest in young people's competence and active social participation has led to rich exploration of childhood and childhood agency through a broad disciplinarity in childhood studies (Gallagher, 2006; James & Prout, 1997; Moss, 2006; Thomas, 2012 , Thomas, 2002 Tisdall, Gadda, & Butler, 2014) .
The appreciation of the richness of young peoples' agency and competence has also been celebrated in applied social research and practice through social work and educational programmes, including schools councils, youth parliaments, participative research methodologies, and the diverse range of youth work and democratic engagement in public services in the United Kingdom (Kirby, Lanyon, Cronin, & Sinclair, 2003; Tisdall et al., 2006 Tisdall et al., , 2014 . In the multi-agency, early intervention process, however, the focus is not on public decision making but on the realm of private social relations within public settings and the forms of partnership between children and young people, their parents or carers, and agency practitioners. In early help work, participation appeals to both the therapeutic benefits of a close engagement and effective communication with young people, and a democratic citizenship agenda recognising the rights of young people to be fully consulted and included in any decision-making process.
These themes engage the domain of rights and central social work values around supporting service users' self-determination and empowerment, through participation in decisions that affect them (Bell, 2002; Freake, Barley, & Kent, 2007; Holland, 2010; Knight, Clark, Petrie, & Statham, 2006; Lefevre, 2010; Luckock, Lefevre, & Orr, 2006; Stafford & Smith, 2009; Thomas, 2002) .
Much of the sociological innovation in childhood studies since the 1990s has been premised upon the creative agency and the interactional competence of young people, particularly when they are engaged with their peer group (Corsaro, 2011; James & Prout, 1997) .
However, the influence of education and the scholarisation of childhood loom large in the literature on modern childhood, and, as I shall show, hold significance for the multi-agency process of CAF. Hendrick (1990) , for example, discusses the appearance of the schooled child as a historical development of a particular childhood in the 19th Century, and Wyness (2011) characterises the whole concept of mass schooling as an exercise in marginalising the individuality and agency of children. Hendrick (2003) voiced concerns that the New Labour approach to children as future capital, an investment for a collective future, struggles to facilitate a truly creative childhood agency. Jenks underlines this sense of an envelope of cultural space, which is absorbed and understood at an entirely visceral level:
The central issue in relation to childhood space is, of course, one of control. Formal contexts allocated to the placement of childhood are dedicated to the control of the body and mind, and regulated by regimes of discipline, learning, development, maturation and skill.
The child is very much aware of the close relation between the nature of its placement and the mode of control that will be its necessary accompaniment. Space, then, for a child, comes to fashion experience (Jenks, 2005, p. 75 ).
Gallagher holds that particular spaces constitute particular discourses and, in important ways, also produce particular subjectivities. He writes, "only by producing a space for themselves can people constitute themselves as subjects Gallagher (2006, p. 162) ."
Children's spaces are those that reflect the participation of children at some level (Boylan & Dalrymple, 2011; Moss, 2006 Moss, , 2007 Moss & Petrie, 2002) . This term is not about a physical place one can go to necessarily, but forms of institutional or relational space, where the participation of children reflects a tangible shift in power, discourse, and structure. Such spaces, or indeed services, would reflect children and young people's agendas, and the more transitory temporality of the present, as well as the futurity of planned adult agendas and national curriculums. They would carry the possibility of idiosyncrasy, reciprocation, and democracy at a microlevel and focus less on the orientation of policy, future goals and targets, control, and surveillance. Moss (2006 Moss ( , 2007 does not wish to preclude the judgments and guidance of adults, but to point to a possibility of shifting powers and perspectives, leading to different, more balanced, accommodation between adults and both children and young people. Likewise, Mayall (2006) discusses the distinction between the public space and the private space for young people and distinguishes them in terms of the kinds of relationships available to young people, and the way in which they move from one space to the other, and how able they feel to occupy these spaces and share intimate thoughts and feelings with trust. In this article, I examine the kind of space offered for young people's engagement with the notion of early intervention or early help social care. It is not possible now to make an accurate contemporary estimate of how ubiquitous the CAF (or TAC) is in one form or another. However, there is a reason to believe that a multi-agency single assessment process with a lead professional and a TAC model is widespread in England (Samuels et al., 2009) , and the CAF is mooted by government working together guidance as an option in respect of arrangements as part of an early help strategy for children and young people (DfE, 2015) .
This study was undertaken as a PhD research project in one local authority in the Midlands of England, between 2011 and 2015. Twelve families, introduced in Table 1 below, were recruited through family support teams coordinating CAF work in the area. In recognition of the vulnerability of this service user group, ethical considerations were prioritised at all stages of the research. The project adhered to Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) guidelines for researching vulnerable groups and was subjected to research governance at university and local authority level. Families were recruited through family support workers who knew families well enough to ask if they would agree to an approach from the researcher, and in some cases, the worker attended an introductory meeting. Age-specific information and consent briefings were designed for child, young adult, and adult Findings in respect of the parents will be elsewhere explored. NVivo data management and analysis software was employed to analyse transcribed interviews and draw out themes across the data. Drawings and charts drawn by participants and the researcher during interviews were used as reference points and triangulation in understanding the multiagency context, which could be complex in some of the cases. Fifteen adults were interviewed over two separate interviews ranging between 60 and 120 min, and seven young people were interviewed on one occasion for between 60 and 80 min. Table 1 summarises the family members interviewed. These were families who were either recently, or currently, involved in the CAF process, and some of the families had experience of multiple episodes of CAF over a period of years. The respondents identified 48 agencies or specialist practitioner types as having played a child-focused role with their family at some point, and nine of the families had previous involvement with children's social care. Numbers of agencies engaged in the CAF at any one time ranged from 3 to 14. Three of the families had previous experience of attending child protection case conferences and having been subject of a child protection plan. All were engaged by CAF in an early intervention framework, generally coordinated by a family support worker from the local authority's neighbourhood family support teams, and involving other agencies through the CAF process of multi-agency meetings as a forum for action planning and decision making.
The reasons for the early intervention work cited by practitioners during the recruitment process tended to be congruent with those narratives offered by parents. Reasons ranged from coordinating support to one 17-year-old care leaver expecting a child; family support after Note. CAF = common assessment framework.
child protection investigation into a 6-year-old's allegation of physical abuse; young carer support; parental mental health; school non-attendance; autism; and challenging behavioural issues from young people at home and school. Generally, lead professionals and parents identified a range of child related and background family-related troubles and concerns, whereas, perhaps tellingly, young people's accounts focused more on school issues. Of the seven young people interviewed, five were at school. Four of the young people had experienced nonattendance at school as a matter directly addressed by the CAF. Schools were involved in all the CAFs, and meetings were held in schools, where young people understood they were involved mostly to discuss nonattendance issues. School attendance issues were explicitly mentioned in five of the cases, with behaviour at school cited in one case. However, school staffs were closely involved in all the respondents' accounts of CAF meetings, although not engaged as lead professionals in the CAF.
All the CAF meetings, aside from one where the young person had left school, were held in schools, and there was commonly more than one member of school staff in attendance. The following section discusses findings in respect of young peoples' participation.
| VOICE AND PARTICIPATION OF CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE IN CAF
The CAF presented a participative challenge in most of the cases encountered in this study, as the young people faced problems integrating with their peer group in school and in the community, generally. Most of the young people in the study who were interviewed had been to at least one CAF meeting, but these were generally described as uncomfortable experiences. Young people often felt that the purpose of attendance at meetings struggled to move beyond a disciplinary one, and they did not feel that they could contribute significantly to planning and decision making. Sandra (15 years old) was one reticent young person who did not feel able to contribute in the context of the meeting. Her mother, a single parent, had a history of anxiety problems and physical injury after domestic violence perpetrated by Sandra's father, since separated from the family. Sandra had become a young carer during her mother's physical and emotional recuperation. Her 14-year-old brother had behavioural problems resulting in his placement at a pupil referral unit as an alternative to mainstream secondary school; whereas, their 4-yearold brother, a child with Down's syndrome, attended specialist day care 5 days a week.
Whenever they asked me questions, they just told me all the consequences, and have them not happen, and why go [to school] and stuff like that, and how to get help.
In Sandra's account, practitioners underline her need to conform to adult expectations. In her account, they are kind, but equally, it is clear that they made her think about her responsibilities as a young person, to go to school, and care about the problems she was causing by not going to school. Her mother was threatened with a fine for her nonattendance.
Well, it made me think about, about the fine thing, which made me care more, and get in [to school] more. Sandra's mother confirmed how she benefited greatly from the family support worker, but Sandra's troubles are couched in terms of her attendance and needs at school. There is a limited opportunity for a wider exploration of her difficult family history, her experiences, and the challenges she is personally facing.
One parent explained that her son, Tom (11 years old), was attending a course of counselling sessions that ended, despite the counsellor acknowledging he felt he was just beginning to establish a working relationship. Tom had a history of behaviour problems at school and at home and had been referred to a Pupil Referral Unit as an alternative to his mainstream high school.
The bloke sent us an email and he said it was a ten-week session and he found that, at the last week, he'd just got there with Tom.
[He] just formed a relationship with him in the last week. (Mother)
Tom declined to be interviewed for the research, but there are other instances where young people described getting to know a practitioner, when the involvement stops, and the young person is not able to articulate the reasons for this, or, as in the case of Penny (10 years old), desired to continue to benefit from counselling but found that opportunity was limited. Penny wanted more counselling and was active in asking for it, but to limited effect: I had ten sessions and then, when I think it was the eighth.
I asked for a bit more and they only gave me 2 sessions.
Angus (15 years old), below, is not yet aware that the relationship he was developing with a support worker was ending very quickly indeed, due to a funding issue, according to his father. Angus lived with his single parent father. He had a difficult family background and only occasionally saw his mother. He had experienced a subsequent reconstituted family situation, with four step-siblings, which had broken down, and court proceedings over custody including supervised contact arrangements. Angus's mother had a history of mental health problems and suicide attempts, and Angus had a history of self-harming behaviour and chronic school non-attendance. Angus's father felt that he had been inhibited from applying the firmer discipline he judged that Angus needed and described feeling undermined by historical social work interventions. Angus was very enthusiastic about his relationship with a sessional worker accessed through the Educational Welfare Service.
He's quite a trustworthy guy to be honest, and so was dead good … it's quite a hard thing to explain to be honest, and it allows you to get better, you know, sort of better yourself and it makes, makes you sort of explore your adventurous side instead of being stuck upstairs all the time. But what Angus did not appear to know, and yet his father did, was that this work with Angus was now over, as the funding had been "pulled."
… the original request to his firm had gone in when the head of Educational Welfare was not there. They were on holiday. When they got back they said it can't be five weeks, it's got to be a maximum of so long, and I think they've pulled the funding on it now, so that's the end of the story. So the only thing that's actually ever been of any benefit to him has been taken away now anyway.
And he enjoyed working with the person that actually he has been working with, but that doesn't exist I know what they're about, they're about my attendance… She doesn't ask why haven't you been in, she doesn't go through, oh well I haven't been in because of a certain, you know, mental, not mental crazy, but you know like the mental situation that I'm in at the moment and not feeling very confident, you know ….
Heather (10 years old) was diagnosed as autistic after 2 years of CAF meetings, which, according to her parents Grant and Audrey, addressed her school refusal as a case of "soft" and inadequate parenting. Heather explained I've been to one … at [school] and it made me quite upset.
I can just remember being quite upset. I was kicking my dad in the leg for ages trying to say, can I go out, can I go out?
Heather's father complained that they were under constant pressure over their parenting at meetings and did not see meetings as effective or appropriate forums for young people to attend. Like other parents, her mother, who discussed her experience of parental critique at the meetings, did not think that as a rule, the CAF meetings were a suitable forum for young people. Her three children, Tina, Penny, and James, had experience of child protection procedures, domestic violence, including life in refuges, and the children had known brief periods of local authority care whilst their mother spent time in hospital due to mental health issues. Here, she is discussing her youngest daughter Penny (10 years old).
She doesn't like it when people talk about her and I don't think that would have helped her self-confidence in any way. (Mother)
In this respect, parents often mobilised a childhood discourse where children were vulnerable and, as such, in need of protection from the possible harm from participation. As well as discouraging for participation, this showed how difficult a place CAF meetings could be for young people to feel confident enough to make personal contributions to planning and decision making. As a means of improving the effectiveness of assessment and making more accurate and effective plans, participation was predominantly confined to the engagement of parents and practitioners, in these accounts. Others described how their child was reluctant to attend and be faced with a group of adults discussing them.
He's supposed to come. The last couple he hasn't been. He doesn't like people talking about him, like sat there.
(Mother of 11-year-old Tom)
I just think Angus's view has always been very much the same. He's always on the defensive because he's in that meeting because he's either fallen out with a teacher and been unpleasant or he's in there because he hasn't been going in to school. So he's going to get beaten around the ears by some adults and all you've got is a group of adults in the same room all saying, "Come on, get into school." (Father)
The concerned parent of 14-year-old Keith discussed another concern about the disciplinary type of meeting where a focus on behavioural problems could be counterproductive.
He just disrupts it. So there's no point in him coming in.
And most of the things about Keith … If he was there, and they were saying all the things that he does in front of him, he would think that was funny, and go out and do more. So the things about Keith they're better just leaving him out. (Mother)
In summary, then, the young people interviewed appeared ready to engage with interested adults, but in this diverse set of experiences, the young people's engagement in the process generally comes across as a passive or noncomplaint agency (Hutchby, 2002 (Hutchby, , 2005 . There was a little sense from their accounts of any choices or involvement in decisions about what opportunities they might have to engage with helpful practitioners. There is a little sense of how these young people may have actively made decisions about plans to meet their needs, and indeed, whether they felt that they had any options to explore. The evidence from these young people associated CAF with the institutional space of the school and that they were brought into meetings generally to hold them to account over non-attendance. In this sense, the active agency of the young people was often presented as something that needed to be controlled or disciplined, although efforts to explore a less educationally focussed engagement or assessment together with young people was limited. The evidence also suggested that a more directly therapeutic engagement between practitioners and young people, which could feed into the CAF, was scarce and time limited.
| DISCUSSION
If we consider participation in planning and decision making, and elements of choice around how to participate, as offering an active engagement of young people (Boylan & Dalrymple, 2011; Thomas, 2002) , the findings of the study underlined a lack of engagement of children and young people in the CAF process. This represents a progressive range, where recognition of young people's capacities and competences to participate could be balanced with an appraisal by adults, together with young people, of appropriate involvement in areas of decision-making. In this respect, the interviews suggested that the children and young people's participation in CAF was best characterised as a form of consultation (Adams, 2008) , and largely a disciplinary exercise focussed around school. This influences the potential for children and young people's participation in the CAF. Mayall (2006) characterises the school space as a socialisation space and children as socialization projects with limited participation rights.
School issues were entwined closely with young people's involvement in CAF, and for some, the most vivid examples, in the findings above, were about attending meetings focusing on their attendance at school.
Schools, despite not providing the lead workers in the CAF as such, were ever present, and, in the accounts of both parents and young people, represented a sense of power and authority.
In Wyness's (2011) (Jenks, 2005; Lee, 2001; Uprichard, 2008) . The progression through the years of the school curriculum involves a measured and incremental progress towards an acceptable level of knowledge and skill, as assessed regularly and meticulously. Not only does the school facilitate the acquisition of empirical knowledge but also imbues a normative and moral growth towards an acceptable, economically viable, and politically responsible individual, ready to exercise an acceptable adult agency post education. This is an environment of control, surveillance and nationally underwritten targets, and curriculum. In this model, the truancy and difficult or troubled behaviour of young people such as Angus are a basic challenge to adult and institutional authority first and foremost.
The requirement of full-time school attendance has been prioritised by successive governments, and the target in respect of young people designated as NEET (not in employment, education, or training) is a national statistic, which features in national and local government planning agendas (Marmot, 2014; Simmons, 2008) . Schools are placed here in a position where the governance of young people as a group is a primary focus, and the measuring and normalizing of behaviour and presentation is the focus of operations for the surveillance and governance of pupils.
In this study, the engagement with young people in a broad and holistic process of self-assessment seemed restricted, and relatively short lived at best. The cases of Angus, Heather, and Sandra were striking in this sense where complex personal and family challenges appear underexplored in the intervention from services skewed towards an educational agenda of school attendance. The focus was an agency assessment and categorisation of young people's troubles with limited engagement of their own understanding and potential contribution.
There is a tension between the school and the home for the socialisation of young people that is appreciated by children, and Mayall (2006) suggests that they learn to move from one to the other, exercising appropriate and differential skills in each realm. Mayall's research shows that young people will, for instance, often hide concerns about health from professionals at school, as they do not judge school as sufficiently trustworthy an avenue for seeking help. In Hallett, Murray, and Punch's (2003) study of young people and welfare agencies, family and friends were the most popular choices to go to when there were problems. Approaching professional agencies was fraught with problems of lack of awareness, to problems accessing them, to gender, age, issues of confidentiality, trust, and anticipating poor responses from adults. These issues may not be insurmountable but may require perseverance and a consistent focused approach listening to young people's own concerns (Hill, 1999; Lefevre, 2010 ).
The literature on child advocacy in social work seeks to engage a more inclusive child and whole family perspective and includes its role in the Family Group Conference in child protection decision-making (Dalrymple, 2002 ; P. Kirby & Laws, 2010) . Here, there is a potential learning for the TAC of the early intervention setting. This literature engages rights and therapeutic perspectives where the institutional and relational context of partnership and participation agendas is seen as integrated spaces (Boylan & Dalrymple, 2011; Dalrymple, 2002) .
Developing independent advocacy for children and young people is equally pertinent to the early intervention arena.
Another way of seeing the participation of children and young people in this study of service users' experiences of CAF is that their participation was circumscribed and their opportunity to develop an active contribution was squeezed to the extent that the response often seemed passive or simply noncompliant. This discussion leads us to a consideration of what and where is the best space to centre a multi-agency process around children's needs as individuals in need of support, which can extend their agency in positive ways while recognizing negative destructive agency as also real. To couch this in schools is to risk closing down the possibilities for dialogue, engagement, and participation from young people.
| CONCLUSION
This small qualitative study has questioned the conditions under which children and young people may be engaged in early intervention work in social care settings. If the benefits of a common approach to participation in assessment, planning, and decision making around children and young people are to be realised as a guiding principle for young people, then thought needs to be given to the facilitating spaces of service provision. This includes providing young people with the support to explore different forms of appropriate participation in meetings, and outside of meetings, where the opportunity to develop and sustain relationships of trust with practitioners is available. Here, further research considering both intra-familial practices and practitioner led strategies for including young people will be of benefit.
As discussed above, the literature on independent child advocacy addresses a rights perspective and may also offer a chance to build a more inclusive engagement for young people (Dalrymple, 2002; Holland & Rivett, 2008; P. Kirby & Laws, 2010) . Early intervention that offers more consistent and open-ended approaches to working with young people will allow a fuller picture of potentiality and promise from a young person and thereby engage them more fruitfully and personally in solutions to their troubles. The question of whether these conditions can be met within the physical and relational space of most schools is also part of a wider discussion about the role, function, and organisation of schools. The reformation of schools often appears to be a constantly changing and contested political discourse, so wed to national agendas of social and economic policies, that it may be that local, more democratic, and participatory exploration of children's spaces would require a certain distance from schools, where curriculum and managed regimes predominate.
